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I
Rudyard Kipling began The Ballad of East and West with a
stabbing phrase: “Oh, East is East and West is West, and never the
twain shall meet” (233). The poem was published in 1889; at that time,
however, there was a country in the Far East whose native people met
Western culture with rather embarrassment and strove to harmonize
their modernization with Westernization. It was Japan. The purpose
of this paper is to show how English literature was introduced to, and
received by, Japanese people especially in the second half of the
nineteenth century and to clarify important aspects of the inﬂuence on
the formation of the modern Japanese mind, or Japanese moderniza-
tion. References will be given to the English literary works that were
introduced to Japan in general, but more speciﬁcally, the focus of
examination will be concentrated on those of eighteenth-century Brit-
ain. For, the scope of the discussion will range from Japanese
reception and adaptation of some particular works of English litera-
ture, to more general features of the relationship between moderniza-
tion of a country, whether it is Western or Eastern, and literary and
cultural movement accompanied. In other words, this paper is written
with the aim of observing general features of the change of literature
and culture in modernization through the case of Japan in the second
half of the nineteenth century as well as through Britain in the
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eighteenth century.
Perhaps it may be strange to say that the inﬂuence which I am
going to clarify has not been fully explicated in academic ﬁelds of
Japan, nor Japanese studies or Japanology of overseas countries.
There are some reasons for this; ﬁrst of all, modernization of political
and social situatuion and that of culture based on literary works are
often discussed separately in conventional academism; secondly, Japa-
nese modernization in the middle nineteenth century was accompanied
by the introduction of a great variety of Western thoughts and con-
cepts, and therefore it is rather di$cult for us to view comprehensively
the change and continuity between the society before the moderniza-
tion and that after it; and thirdly, because of some di#erences in
approach and manner, scholars of traditional Japanese literature
before the nineteenth century and those of modern Japanese or West-
ern literature in Japan don’t always amalgamate with each other into
uniﬁed studies. However, getting over the barriers with some insights
about English literary works of the eighteenth century, we would like
to mention the roots of the potential power of literature in moderniza-
tion observed in late nineteenth-century Japan as well as in eighteenth-
century Britain.
II
Relating the aspects of Japanese modernization with the charac-
teristics of eighteenth-century English literature, one can focus atten-
tion on the following four points: role of translation, modernization as
language-based cultural movement, people’s general interests in partic-
ular behaviours and achievements of individuals, or biographical inter-
ests, and interests in relationship or communication of those individu-
als with others, or the interests observed in modern novels in general.
For examining these, we will begin with a simple observation of the
situation of Japan in the middle nineteenth century.
Japan secluded herself from the world from 1641 to 1854. As the
letters written in 1610s by the ﬁrst English visitor to Japan, William
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Adams, for King James I well show, England and Japan had an o$cial
relationship in the early seventeenth century.2 But such an o$cial
relationship of Japan with other countries, except for China, Korea,
and the Dutch, ceased by the policy of seclusion of the Japanese
“ancient regime” government (Tokugawa Shogunate government).
Although the earliest possible Japanese adaptation of Jonathan Swift’s
Gulliver’s Travels was published in 1774 (ﬁg. 1) and two translations of
Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, based on its Dutch version, appeared
in 1850s, no reference to major authors of eighteenth-century English
literature like Samuel Richardson, Henry Fielding, and Samuel John-
son is found in the eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century
Japanese books and periodicals. Of course, one can easily ﬁnd out
some references to Japan by men of letters in eighteenth-century
Britain.3 In fact, one should not forget that, in Gulliver’s Travels, Japan
is an important land for the protagonist to visit. Another example is:
in London in 1772, when James Boswell talked with Samuel Johnson,
his master, about buying St. Kilda, a remote island of the Hebrides,
Scotland, Boswell gave a reference to Japan as a far more remote
Fig. 1. Wasobyoue, published in 1774, the earliest possible translation or
adaptation of Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels
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country. Boswell says: “Are you serious, Sir, in advising me to buy St.
Kilda? For if you should advise me to go to Japan, I believe I should
do it” (2: 149). And yet, these references on the British side were,
needless to say, spasmodic and never realistic; it was when Japanese
people reopened their country to the world in the middle nineteenth
century that they actually knew of numerous literary works of the
opposite side of the globe.
Then, how did eighteenth-century English literature come to be
known to Japanese people? Did the people, especially the younger
generation, learn English swiftly and fully enough to read literature in
English? Or, was English literature translated by some intensively
trained professional translators, preserving the original forms as possi-
ble? No. Among many examples of books on English grammar and
English-Japanese dictionaries published in Japan in 1850s and 1860s,
one can observe not a few rudimentary elements in translation and
grammatical explanations. Even in 1870s, when the ﬁrst modern
national university was initiated in Tokyo and many institutes of
higher education opened, the situation was not so much improved.
According to the Annual Register of the University of Tokyo published
in 1879, Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas, an oriental tale of the quest for
happiness by Abyssinian prince and princess, was used as a textbook
for the English classes, but the lecturer was not a Japanese but an
American, William A. Houghton. Keio University, the oldest private
university founded by Yukichi Fukuzawa, an important intellect of the
time, started higher education prior to the University of Tokyo, but
English teaching was done by foreign lecturers and instructors until
the end of the nineteenth century. Surveying the situation of a few
decades after the reopening, introduction of knowledge and informa-
tion of Western origin was directly done mainly by native teachers of
English-speaking countries. And the number of people who were
familiar to using English was of course limited, because, in spite of the
ﬂow of things introduced from Western countries, the number of
overseas visitors was relatively few and the doors to Western cultures,
too, were limited to a few institutes of higher education as well as some
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international trading companies.
If Japan had changed the o$cial language into English at the
time, the cultural situation of the twenty-ﬁrst-century Japan would
have been dramatically di#erent from the present one. Some Japanese
people might say optimistically about this hypothesis, “Yes, we should
have no pains in learning English,” but other Japanese will retort that
if so, Japan could never see modernization after the reopening because
Japanese swift modernization from the second half of the nineteenth
century to the early twentieth century was based on smooth communi-
cation by Japanese language. What I can say now about the hypothesis
is that it seems impossible for Japanese people at the time to have
changed the o$cial language into English. It is because, ﬁrst, there is
a big di#erence between Japanese and English from the linguistic
points of view; and secondly, as the high literacy of Japanese people at
the end of the eighteenth century shows, we can say that both spoken
and written Japanese had fully functioned as the essential tool of
communication and established a unique traditional culture based on
the language for many centuries.4
The culture of translation in modern Japan was thus created.
Needless to say, English information and communication can be
transmitted more smoothly in English. But if people have di$culty in
using English (or other European languages), translators are naturally
needed. And the translators are normally from the side where people
want to introduce something new, instead of the side from which
information and knowledge are transported. We must not forget here
that Japanese language is extremely di#erent from every language of
Indo-European language family. This is not a simple di#erence of
vocabulary or grammatical matters; it is the di#erence of the way
people express what they see, what they hear, and what they think.
Japanese language also has a complicated writing system consisting of
Kana (the oldest Japanese writing system which also indicates the
pronunciation), Kata-Kana (a variant system of Kana, which is used
for speciﬁc purposes), and Kanji (Chinese characters especially for
substantives and substantive elements of other parts of speech).
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Actually, many Japanese intellectuals who greatly contributed to
modernization were also diligent in translation of European languages.
In other words, specialization or di#erentiation of professional transla-
tors or interpreters did not developed so much; instead, great cultural
ﬁgures and great translators highly overlapped with each other on the
early and important phase of Japanese modernization. And gradually,
Japanese translators replaced the places which professionals from
overseas countries worked for originally. In 1882, William A. Hough-
ton returned to America and his post at the University of Tokyo was
succeeded by a Japanese man of letters, Naibu Kanda, translator of
many books of English grammar and readers. The post of English
literature at the University of Tokyo was initially assigned to foreign
professors, but it was replaced by Soseki Natsume, a most popular
Japanese writer of the modern novels which had inﬂuence from
English literature. Waseda University, a prestigious private university
like Keio, too, created the professorship of the faculty of English in
1880s for Shoyo Tsubouchi, a most popular Japanese novelist like
Natsume. And then, these intellectuals who worked hard for transla-
tion obviously lead the Japanese modernization. Cultural and literary
translations in Japanese modernization were therefore not simply the
productions of speciﬁc language skills, nor simple amusements; they
came to be the most important dynamics that moved the whole society
through education and publication. In other words, the reason why
the role of literary or cultural translations came to be so signiﬁcant in
modernization is that, ﬁrst, the contents themselves became the hope-
ful objects of the mind of revolutionary change, and secondly, those
contents were in earnest asked to be expressed in the established
mother tongue.
It is interesting to note here that these phenomena can be observed
not only in the process of modernization of Japan, but also in that of
European countries. In England, for example, the history of literary
and cultural translation ranges from various translations of the Bible in
Renaissance to many translations from Latin, Greek, French, Italian,
and Arabic in the seventeenth and eighteenth century, and these
 6 
translations formed a mainstream of the progress of modern intellect.
Even Samuel Johnson, a great literary ﬁgure of eighteenth-century
Britain, who never got across the Straits of Dover till his later years,
started his career with translation. Early modern English people, too,
hoped the objects of the mind of revolutionary change to be expressed
in their native language, English. Francis Bacon, for example, claimed
that intellectual and academic matters in England should be written in
English, instead of Latin or other foreign languages, when he was
going to publish his revolutionary book, The Advancement of Learning
in 1605 (1: 8). Japanese modernization took place after the Industrial
Revolution in Europe and it seems natural to suppose that emphasis
was likely to be laid on industrial and technological aspects of the
society rather than the cultural one, but at least as far as Japanese
modernization was concerned, the role of translations on literature and
culture was important like European modernization, leading the
people’s spirit of the time or Zeitgeist.
The role of translation in the modern Japan directs attention to
another important aspect of Japanese modernization; this is the second
topic I would like to mention in this paper. That is to say, the
translation was not simply a tool for communication of information,
but also played an important role for the improvement of the national
language itself.
It must be recalled here that modernization of a society was in
general accompanied by a movement for the improvement of the
language. New ideas, new concepts, and new items are introduced and
people need to give some change or arrangement to their language
system. In other words, modernization naturally requires a language-
based cultural movement. Again, take an example from the history of
the English language. After the Restoration in 1660, England substan-
tially initiated modernization and started many modern royal or na-
tional institutes. One of the remarkable instances is the Royal Society,
founded in 1660 and chartered by King Charles II two years later. The
Royal Society had the purpose to enhance natural sciences from the
outset. And yet, one of the urgent tasks at the time was the improve-
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ment of the English language. Thomas Sprat, a fellow and historian of
the society, clearly states this:
They have therefore been most rigorous in putting in execution,
the only Remedy, that can be found for this extravagance: and
that has been, a constant Resolution, to reject all the ampliﬁc-
ations, digressions, and swellings of style: to return back to the
primitive purity, and shortness, when men deliver’d so many
things, almost in an equal number of words. They have exacted
from all their members, a close, naked, natural way of speaking;
positive expressions; clear senses; a native easiness: bringing all
things as near the Mathematical plainness, as they can: and
preferring the language of Artizans, Countrymen, and Merchants,
before that, of Wits, or Scholars. (86)
We can easily trace the history of numerous proposals, plans, and
arguments for the improvement of the English language (in particular,
of orthography and written language) in late seventeenth-century and
early eighteenth-century England until the publication of Samuel
Johnson’s A Dictionary of the English Language in 1755.
In the case of nineteenth-century Japan, though the language itself
was established, the people were urged upon ﬁlling the gap between
traditional written Japanese and its spoken and colloquial form. In
other words, traditional written form of the language already had
di$culty in expressing colloquial matters like the worlds of modern
novels at the beginning of the nineteenth century and then, in the face
of the reopening, Japanese language got strong impact to accept new
ideas, new concepts, and new items introduced from Western coun-
tries. People who were involved in cultural and literary translation
were strongly aware of this, and they tried to realize the improvement
of the language through their translation.
As mentioned above, Johnson’s Rasselas was used as a textbook
for the English class at the University of Tokyo. Not only Rasselas,
but other English and American literary works (Edmund Spenser,
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Francis Bacon, Oliver Goldsmith, Edmund Burke, Thomas Babington
Macaulay, Washington Irving, and so on) were actually used in the
English classes of Japanese universities and high schools in the late
nineteenth century. The mixture of literary education and language
training caused a serious problem later and the problem still remains in
today’s Japanese higher education of English, but the fuller study of it
lies outside the scope of this paper and we must return to the spread of
Rasselas and its inﬂuence on the change of the Japanese language.
Indeed, as Roan Uchida, a scholar and writer of the time and the
author of the ﬁrst detailed biography of Johnson, remarks in 1894:
“Rasselas is now more familiar to Japanese students than the Nine
Chinese Classics.”5 Actually, the English text of Rasselas was reprodu-
ced at least eleven times until the end of the nineteenth century and,
together with the text in English, related books poured out; if we limit
ourselves simply to Rasselas and exclude Johnson’s other works and his
biographies, we can trace at least ﬁve translations, two commentaries,
one abridged translation, six critical essays published within the
century.
Interestingly, we can well observe the progress of the new style of
the written Japanese language through the genealogy of early transla-
tions of Rasselas.6 As Fig. 2 below indicates, the ﬁrst translation of
Rasselas was published in 1886 by Yoshitaka Kusano. Kusano follo-
wed the traditional and sonorous style of Japanese writing, indicating
place names with double sidelines. The second translation was made in
1889 by Yuh Fukui. This is a word-for-word translation where even
the original English word order is almost preserved, so that the
composition of the translation may have been di$cult for the common
Japanese readers to understand. Fukui intended to make his transla-
tion helpful for students to compare the original. However, this
Anglicized Japanese translation was obviously defective and triggered
the severe criticism on awkward introduction of English literature.
The third by Saeji Tamura appeared in 1890; Tamura improved
Kusano’s translation and attained plain and easy style, considering the
new prose style of the Japanese language. The fourth was produced in
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the same year by Matsushige Watanabe, and the ﬁfth by Kiyohiko Arai
appeared four years later. Both Watanabe’s and Arai’s translations
have the tendency to recur to more traditional writing style; this
setback reﬂected their nostalgia for the old Japanese style. Japanese
people of the Meiji era tried hard to absorb Western culture, on the one
hand, and yet they could not but express their sympathy for the culture
and language of the previous Edo period, on the other.
This tendency seems to culminate in Rokusuke Sibano’s transla-
tion, which was published in 1905. Bin Ueda, a famous poet and a
professor of English at the University of Kyoto newly founded in 1897,
prefaced the translation and claimed that “instead of the new prose
style of our language, Sibano’s archaic but sonorous style” is “much
closer to the style of the original, and it will certainly help to educate
young intellectual students far more than rubbishy readers now used in
many English classes.”7 However, it should not be overlooked that,
though his translation preserved some elements of the old style, yet
Shibano paid enough attention to the new prose style and his transla-
Fig. 2. The Genealogy of Japanese Translation of Rasselas from 1886 to 1905
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tion was fairly well accepted both for the readers who were still fond
of the old style and those who alleged the necessity of the innovation of
the language.
The genealogy of the translation of Rasselas from Kusano
through Tamura to Sibano clearly shows the progress of the new style
of the written Japanese language. As is often observed in the moderni-
zation of language in many counties, Japanese writers and translators
chieﬂy adopted spoken style of the language as the basis of their works,
using Kana and Kata-Kana, but at the same time tried to preserve the
sonorous style of the traditional written Japanese of Kanji. It seems
reasonable to suppose that the progress of the new style observed in
translation was helpful to give birth to modern prose ﬁction of the
Japanese language and to make a readership wider. That many
modern Japanese novelists began their career with studies in English
and other European languages proves this.
The spread of English literary works as textbooks and translators’
e#orts to create a new style of the written Japanese played an impor-
tant role for the cultural aspect of Japanese modernization. Yet, we
can say that English literature of the eighteenth century was more
deeply concerned with the cultural movement of modernizing Japan,
because we can point out two more accessibilities that Japanese readers
at the time must feel for eighteenth-century English literature: their
taste for biographies and that for prose ﬁction where individuals have
various relationships with each other. We are now ready to consider
the third and fourth topic in this paper.
III
Why were such eighteenth-century English literary works as
Johnson’s Rasselas so popular among young enthusiastic students in
late nineteenth-century Japan? Undoubtedly, one of the reasons is that,
for those students, Rasselas was not simply a travel narrative, nor an
English textbook for language learning, but it was a biographical
description of the signiﬁcant characters searching for happiness and
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the best choice of life. It is certain that, in the earliest phase of
modernization, some Japanese people were likely to separate Western
technologies from their own Japanese mind. But this clear-cut separa-
tion soon faded away and people instead came to try hard to adapt
their mind to Western cultures and to ﬁnd essential cultural values of
Western origin. In this situation, biographies of particular persons,
whether they were ﬁctitious or not, were helpful because readers could
easily identify themselves with the objects of biographical description
and recognize the di$culties those characters faced. In particular, in
the case of Rasselas, Japanese young students, who were going to
widen their scope beyond the old secluded Japan, were strongly
attracted to the characters of Rasselas who sought for the best choice
of life outside the happy valley. For Japanese readers, the party of
Rasselas was not a group of imaginary travelers, but a model of their
way of life, regardless of the origin.
As for the inclination of Japanese people for biographical descrip-
tion, it may be helpful to mention that in Japanese literature before the
reopening, we can easily ﬁnd numerous examples of popular tales
consisting of biographical descriptions. They are originally derived
from some historical records and in this sense, they are not always
ﬁctitious. But they are clearly deformed versions of historical facts;
the historical investigation of details recedes backwards and instead the
literary characterization of historical persons comes to the front as
heroes or heroines. Many characters of Noh and Kabuki plays are the
typical examples of such deformed versions of the records of historical
persons. The popularity of such Japanese tales before the reopening as
Bakin Takizawa’s Nanso-Satomi-Hakkenden (Eight Warriors of Nan-
so-Satomi District, 1802), Izumo Takeda’s Yoshitsune-Senbonzakura
(The Courage and Tragedy of Yoshitsune Minamoto, 1747) and even
Murasakisikibu’s Tale of Genji (1005) should provide Japanese readers
with the basis of the taste for biographical descriptions of English
origin.
Needless to say, biographical thinking is also important for Eng-
lish literature of the eighteenth century. As the Oxford English
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Dictionary shows, the term “biography” itself was ﬁrst used in 1683 in
John Dryden’s Life of Plutarch and the genre was popularized in the
eighteenth century. It is well known that among them, some essays of
Samuel Johnson and his biographies written by his colleagues, especial-
ly by James Boswell, substantiated the genre. There had been of course
numerous hagiographies and biographical chronicles of kings and
famous aristocrats in England; however, it seems reasonable to suppose
that it was since the eighteenth century that the story of the lives of
common individual men was narrated as a branch of literature. After
the revolutions, English people came to pay their special attention to
each individual as an essential unit composing modern society, and this
movement was reﬂected on the emergence of the genre of biography as
well as of the popularity of portrait painting of common people like the
works of William Hogarth.
It is important to bear in mind that the development of biography
in the eighteenth century Britain overlaps with the aspiration for
translated biographies among Japanese people at the time of modern-
ization. In fact, one of the best-sellers in the middle and late nineteenth
century is the translation of Samuel Smile’s Self-Help (originally
published in 1859 in London, enlarged in 1866, and translated into
Japanese in 1871).8 This is a collection of biographies and anecdotes of
well-known common individuals of successful career. Samuel John-
son, who was already described in such biographies as those of John
Hawkins, Mrs. Thrales, James Boswell, and Thomas Carlyle and was
considered even among English people to be a cultural hero, was of
course included in Smiles’ collection; Johnson thus came to be
regarded swiftly and widely as a model of men of letters after the
Japanese translation of Self-Help was published. Johnson himself
wrote biographies and became the object of biographies in England; in
Japan, his life was introduced ﬁrst and then, the translations of his
work were widely spread. Smiles’ Self-Help of course contains many
lives of various genres. Even in English literature, the list ranges from
Chaucer, Spenser, and Shakespeare to Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge,
Keats, Robert Burns, Scott, Cobbett, Tennyson, Disraeli, Macaulay,
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and Carlyle. Among them, however, Smile’s reference to Johnson is
remarkable, because Johnson’s life is narrated with interesting anec-
dotes such as his throwing shoes out of a window of the college
building, the hard work for compiling the monumental Dictionary, the
protest against Lord Chesterﬁeld, his poverty, his kindness to friends
like Goldsmith, and his prayer for his father at Uttoxeter, as well as his
many witty remarks recorded in Boswell’s Life of Johnson. Interest-
ingly, Soseki Natsume, who was a leading novelist of the modern Japan
and once stayed in London from 1900 to 1902, declined in 1911 the
education minister’s o#er to confer the doctoral degree of literature,
bearing Johnson’s famous letter to Chesterﬁeld in mind. Natsume said
in the letter of declination to the minister that, “having lived a calm life
as a Mr. Natsume without a degree, I am unwilling to have any favor
of you; I strongly hope to live my life as a Mr. Natsume as I have done,
without any o$cial degree” (25: 265).9 It is not di$cult to remind the
nature of Johnson’s letter to Chesterﬁeld just before the publication of
the Dictionary. Natsume also gave a lecture on the eighteenth-century
English literature at the University of Tokyo and published it in
Japanese as Commentary on Literature of the Eighteenth-Century Brit-
ain (1909) with his own splendid translation of Johnson’s letter to
Chesterﬁeld.
We may say that the Japanese reception of biographical descrip-
tion of English origin had rather instructive or didactic inclination in
comparison with the initial situation the genre of biography was
invented in the eighteenth-century England. And also, the taste for
biography in modern Japan was likely to be practical or utilitarian,
rather than literary appreciation of sentiment. However, considering
the traditional taste for biographical description or biographical think-
ing, enthusiasm for biographies of English or Western origin in
modern Japan was not unfamiliar with the following Johnsonian
comments on biography in general:
Those parallel circumstances, and kindred images, to which we
readily conform our minds, are, above all other writings, to be
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found in narratives of the lives of particular persons; and there-
fore no species of writing seems more worthy of cultivation than
biography, since none can be more delightful or more useful, none
can more certainly enchain the heart by irresistible interest, or
more widely di#use instruction to every diversity of condition.
(319)
Johnson clearly states the use of biographical writing:
I have often thought that there has rarely passed a life of which a
judicious and faithful narrative would not be useful. For, not only
every man has, in the mighty mass of the world, great numbers in
the same condition with himself, to whom his mistakes and
miscarriages, escapes and expedients, would be of immediate and
apparent use; but there is such an uniformity in the state of man,
considered apart from adventitious and separable decorations and
disguises, that there is scarce any possibility of good or ill, but is
common to human kind. (320)
Similarities observed in “minute details of daily life” rather than
peculiarities or eccentricities were of Johnson’s concern as a biogra-
pher:
. . . the business of the biographer is often to pass slightly over
those performances and incidents, which produce vulgar great-
ness, to lead the thoughts into domestick privacies, and display the
minute details of daily life, where exterior appendages are cast
aside, and men excel each other only by prudence and by virtue.
(321)
In the process of modernization, the common readers of Britain and
Japan similarly aspired for biographical writing.
The inclination of modern Japanese people for English biography
naturally raises a question how they considered modern prose ﬁction,
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or modern English novels. In the case of biography, English-American
inﬂuence was dominant, whether the biographical object is of English
or not, as far as the books of biographical description published in late
nineteenth-century Japan are concerned. But the inﬂuences upon the
modern Japanese novels are more complicated. For, a variety of
novels of Western originnot only English or American novels, but
also French, German, and Russian novelswere introduced almost
simultaneously and they were mixed with conventional view of ﬁction
formed by traditional Japanese, Chinese, and some other Asian litera-
tures. In addition, as mentioned above, Japanese people in moderniza-
tion faced with the di$culty in improvement of the national language,
or harmonization of written and spoken language.
Instead of simple generalization, one can safely state here that the
development of modern Japanese novels depends highly upon each
author’s individual talent, e#ort, and favourite model of domestic or
foreign origin. Shoyo Tsubouchi, for example, who published in 1885
Shosetsu-Shinzui (The Essence of Japanese Prose Fiction), the ﬁrst
substantial theoretical introduction of modern prose ﬁction, had strong
inﬂuence from English novels of eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as
well as from traditional Japanese tales, but he rather tried hard to
translate and adapt Shakespeare’s plays to Japanese theatres, instead of
realizing his theoretical introduction in writing his own novels. His
younger colleague Shimei Futabatei made some works of new prose
ﬁction in accordance with Tsubouchi’s concept of the novel, but he had
strong inﬂuence from Russian novels. Ogai Mori, a rival novelist of
Natsume, put the basis of his creative writing upon German philosophy
and theories of art. Only Natsume kept the background of English
literature from his ﬁrst novel to the last and some of his students, too,
were graduated from English departments of universities and became
leading novelists of the next generation. And yet, Natsume’s prose
style had also strong inﬂuence from traditional Japanese story telling.
Of course, in successive publication of the anthology of World litera-
ture and in formation of the literary canon of World literature in
Japan, Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe and Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels came to
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be regarded as the most essential novels and accordingly, many ver-
sions of the translation appeared in the late nineteenth century and
actually the spread of these two works were rivalled only by a few of
Shakespeare’s plays, but the relationship between Crusoe’s life and
capitalism, or real satirical aspects of Gulliver’s narrative, for example,
remained to be fully understood by Japanese common reader. It is in
the academic disciplines since the middle twentieth century that such
topics and characteristics have came to be discussed substantially.
However, we can say at least the following two points as the
common features observed in eighteenth-century English novels and
the modern Japanese novels: relatively frequent appearance of ﬁrst-
person narrative and interests in relationship of individuals in the
society that is being changed or modernized.
It is often said that many Japanese literary works before the
reopening took the style of the ﬁrst-person narrative and this is one of
the characteristics of Japanese literature. Yes, we can easily take the
examples from ancient literary works (more than 1,000 years ago) to
relatively modern ones (two or three hundred years ago). And
sometimes Japanese people try to distinguish such a feature of Japanese
literature from the English novels of the nineteenth-century realism
usually narrated by the third-person narrator, or, what we call, omnip-
otent authors. However, in the English novels of the eighteenth
century, we often ﬁnd the examples of major works written in the form
of the ﬁrst-person narrative; Robinson Crusoe, yes; Gulliver’s Travels,
yes. Samuel Richardson’s Pamela and Clarissa are yes. Indeed, it is
understandable that the interest in individuals in the society being
modernized made biographical descriptions popular and those bio-
graphical descriptions easily came to take the form of the ﬁction of the
ﬁrst-person narrative, because the use of the ﬁrst-person narrative was
convenient for authors to identify themselves with the protagonists.
Interestingly, as the titles well show, the eighteenth-century English
novels are more or less biographical. In the case of Japan, as
mentioned above, people originally had a taste for biographical think-
ing; the focus on single biographical objects was familiar to the
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ﬁrst-person narrative in ﬁction. Although the modern Japanese novels
of the ﬁrst-person narrative are speciﬁcally called as “I novels” or
“private novels,” yet it is not too far from the truth to say that the
novels of the ﬁrst-person narrative are observed more in general in the
society being modernized, and such a Japanese novel as Natsume’s
Wagahai-ha-Neko-dearu (I am a Cat) should not be regarded as
speciﬁc, but as a good example of more general harmonization of
tradition and modernization.
Common interest in biography also can be easily developed into
the interest in the relationship of individuals in modern society. Nat-
sume, for example, wrote in the prefatory remark of one of his most
famous novels, Sanshiro, which was originally published serially in a
newspaper: “Sanshiro (the protagonist’s name) is a man who was
graduated from a prestigious high school in a country town; as I was
familiar with such graduates,” because Natsume taught at high schools
in some country towns before getting a post at the University of
Tokyo, “full characterization of Sanshiro was already prepared. I am
now going to put him into the urban water of Tokyo, let him swim
freely as he likes, and describe what he says, what he does, and what he
forms in relationship with other characters.”10 Although the genealogy
of theoretical introduction of English novels to Japan is complicated,
and Natsume did not always agree with those novelists such as
Tsubouchi, Futabatei, Mori, Uchida, and Ueda, yet one can say that
his remarks, obviously based on his background of the eighteenth
century English literature, well epitomizes how authors in general
make the modern novels. Author’s imagination, beginning with some
important characterizations, and extending to the relationships of
characters, is gradually converged upon a proper plot, and is ﬁnally
expressed in the author’s own prose style.
It may be interesting to note here that a modern Irish novelist,
Elizabeth Bowen, too, once mentioned this in her English Novelists
(1942); she says that the birth of the modern novels in the eighteenth
century was highly dependent upon authors’ and readers’ “interest in
human relationship” (13). In fact, it is one of the essential points for
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novelists to make human relationships properly in their works. For
example, in the making of Samuel Richardson’s Pamela, which is often
regarded as the ﬁrst English novel, one can see that the author’s
“interest in human relationship,” rather than his simple curiosity about
characterization, led to the completion of the novel. As Richardson
himself told his friend, Aaron Hill, he didn’t have any intention to
make a novel when he initially heard of the story of Pamela from the
landlord of the inn he once stayed. However, being urged by publish-
ers to make a “little book of familiar letters on the useful concerns in
common life,” he set out to write it and the story in which the
relationships between parents and a child, a master and a servant and
a husband and a wife were fully described therein was sprung up.11 It
is not too far from the truth to say that Natsume’s interest in
Sanshiro’s relationships with other characters, Bowen’s “interest in
human relationship” and Richardson’s “useful concerns in common
life” are all dynamics in common to invent the novel, a new genre of
prose ﬁction, in modern societies or the society being modernized.
IV
In Japanese modernization in the second half of the nineteenth
century, we can put due emphasis on literary and cultural aspects,
because they were in a sense, a motive power to change the society. In
this context, eighteenth-century English literature had important inﬂ-
uence upon the modernization. Johnson’s Rasselas, for example, was
one of the most popular English textbooks, but its importance was not
limited to language teaching. It attracted numerous Japanese readers,
especially of young enthusiastic students, and many versions of its
translation published successively well reﬂected the process of the
improvement of the native language in modernization. The introduc-
tion of eighteenth-century English literature also enhanced Japanese
readers’ taste for biographical descriptions along with their literary
tradition, and the taste for biography created the modern novel.
Studying on Japanese reception and adaptation of eighteenth-century
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English literature is probably not simply limited to the studies on
reception and adaptation of particular works of literature, but also can
be more largely and deeply extended to the study on the importance of
literary and cultural aspect of the modernization of a country. Perhaps
it may invite further discussion on the meaning of modernization itself
and how we, people in the twenty-ﬁrst century, accept the result of
modernization and re-modernize the society. One thing, however, is
certain: in the comparative studies in literature and culture of the
society being modernized, “East and West” have a possibility to meet
with each other harmoniously.
NOTES
1 This paper was originally read at the Bucknell Society for Comparative Studies in
Literature and Culture in Bucknell University, Pennsylvania, USA, on 8 September
2010. I am grateful to Prof. Greg Clingham of Bucknell University who invited me
as the guest speaker and gave me useful comments for improvement of the paper.
2 Some of the important letters written by William Adams are now exhibited in the
British Library in London. See also “The Letters of William Adams,” in Memorials
of the Empire of Japon in the XVI and XVII Centuries, pp. 1588.
3 Owing to some introductory remarks of Japan by such authors as Georges Psalm-
anazar and Engelbert Ka¨mpher, Japan was sometimes used as a scene of the English
prose ﬁction in the eighteenth century. Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels and
Tobias Smollett’s The Adventures of an Atom are notable examples.
4 According to the researches in some extant documents written by common people,
the literacy of Japanese people at the end of Edo period can be estimated to be sixty
to eighty percent. See Manabu Ohishi, The Power of Education in the Edo Period (in
Japanese), pp. 3050.
5 The quotation is my translation. See Roan Uchida, “A Biography of Johnson” (in
Japanese), vol. 3 of The Complete Works of Uchida Roan (Tokyo: Yumani, 1986),
306. Even after the Meiji restoration, “Nine Chinese Classics” were still familiar to
Japanese students as well as intellectual adults.
6 As for the reception and adaptation of Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas, see Yutaka
Izumitani, Rasselas in Meiji Japan (in Japanese) (Hiroshima: Keisui, 1993), pp. 48
49; Michiaki Kawado, Introduction to Eighteenth-Century English Literary Works
in Japan (in Japanese), ed. Kawado and Takanori Sakakibara, vol. 13 of The Meiji
Literary Translations Series (Tokyo: Ozora, 2000), pp. 31338; Noriyuki Harada,
“Samuel Johnson in Japanese Culture,” Kyorin Review of the Faculty of Foreign
Studies 16 (2004), pp. 90118; and Tetsu Fujii, A Bibliography of Johnsonian and
Boswellian Studies in Japan 18712005 (in Japanese) (Tokyo: Nada, 2006).
7 The quotation is from Bin Ueda, Preface (in Japanese) to Rasselas, trans. Rokusuke
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Shibano (Tokyo: Dainihontosho, 1905), pp. 56 and is my translation. “Rabbishy
readers” are reading materials designed for the students who begin learning English.
8 As for the detailed explanation of the process of publication of the translation, see
Shoichi Watanabe, Intoroduction (in Japanese) to Saigokurisshihen (Self-Help) by
Samule Smiles, trans. Masanao Nakamura (1871; Tokyo: Kodansha, 1991), pp.
54456.
9 The quotation is my translation. At the time, the doctoral degree was conferred by
the Ministry of Education, so that Natsume wrote the letter to the Ministry. The
relationship between a citizen (Natsume) and the government is of course di#erent
from that between a solicitor of patronage (Johnson) and a possible patron.
However, they thought highly of their own independence in writing and had a sense
of individualism in common.
10 The quotation is my translation and is from the advertisement of Sanshiro, written
by Natsume himself and inserted in the same newspaper on which the work
appeared later. See Soseki Narsume, Sanshiro, vol. 12 of The Complete Works of
Natsume Soseki (Tokyo: Iwanami, 1996), p. 6.
11 As for the progress of Richardson’s writing Pamela, see T. C. Duncan Evans and
Ben D. Kimpel, Samuel Richardson: A Biography (Oxford: Clarendon, 1971), pp.
35865.
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